When it comes to commercial chemicals, the presumption of innocence may be coming to an end. The Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA) allows the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to test chemicals that pose a health risk -but only when it has evidence of harm. Since the law was passed in 1976, the agency has restricted just five chemicals, out of tens of thousands on the market. "It's a deeply flawed bill that needs to be rewritten," says Terry Davies, an environmental policy expert who worked on the act and is now at Resources for the Future, a nonprofit research organization in Washington DC.
banning chemicals in toys and elsewhere (see 'Patchy regulation') and supporting research into non-toxic alternatives.
But in December, Lisa Jackson, the head of the EPA, told Congress that the TSCA needed to be "updated and strengthened". She has also tapped into some unused regulatory tools available under current law. In late December, for instance, the EPA for the first time drew up a list of "chemicals of concern", including action plans that "outline the risks that each chemical may present". The US chemical industry's appetite for reform has limits. Steve Risotto, a phthalate specialist at the American Chemistry Council, disagrees with the recent EPA decision to list as many as 8 phthalates as chemicals of concern. They all interfere with the male sex hormone androgen -hence the EPA's decision to list them togetherbut only some have been linked to cancer and developmental disorders. "That's just a dog's breakfast," Risotto says. "Maybe from an academic point of view it makes sense, but from a practical point of view, it doesn't lead you anywhere."
Davies will be watching the reform efforts closely. "I'm quite optimistic that something will happen," he says. "How good it will be or how far it will go, I'm not so sure." 
